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Introduction


On 3 February 1919, the mayor of Kilkenny, Peter DeLoughry, spent an anxious night in his prison cell in Lincolnshire in the East Midlands of England. A key he had fashioned from a ‘blank’ was being used by three inmates to escape and the most influential Irishmen of the time were gathered on either side of the prison wall: Michael Collins and Harry Boland were waiting for Éamon de Valera, Seán McGarry and Seán Milroy to emerge from captivity so that they could ferry them to safety.


The escape, in its preparation and execution, was the most audacious and spectacularly successful in the history of the conflict between Britain and Ireland. The plan drew on the skills of a baker, a linguist and a cartoonist. The merits of whiskey, candle wax and matches were demonstrated. Other curious additions included consultation with the stars, nerves of steel and cakes with more iron content than usual. But there is a tragedy to all this: within a few years, those who had worked together so closely on the plan would be fighting against each other in a civil war. That war broke out when the Anglo-Irish Treaty formed another dividing wall made of sterner stone and more bloody mortar than the one in Lincoln that had brought them together. Harry Boland and Michael Collins, who were at one time inseparable, took opposing sides and were shot dead within weeks of one another.


Another story emerges from Lincoln concerning one of the liberators, Peter DeLoughry, and one of the liberated, Éamon de Valera. They left the comradeship of prison life well behind them and, like Boland and Collins, took opposing sides in the Civil War. Unlike them, DeLoughry and de Valera survived, but their fractious relationship throughout the 1920s and up to DeLoughry’s death in 1931 offers an insight into the tempestuous opening years of the new Free State of Ireland.


This story is not just about a key. Peter DeLoughry led a daredevil life in which his hands featured prominently. He rapped his fists on tables at local authority meetings to challenge opponents outside for a bare-knuckle fight. He used his hands to steer his motor-bike from Kilkenny to Clare to campaign for de Valera’s election in 1917. During the War of Independence, his hands were tied behind his back by Black and Tans before they put a gun to his head and drove him around County Kilkenny. On another occasion, he was forced to raise his palms when cornered at gunpoint on a train, before jumping out, rolling down an embankment and making his way to safety. While facing an angry group of Redmondite Volunteers in Kilkenny city, he ordered those who stood for Ireland to stand to one side. He raised his hand against the Catholic Church several times during confrontations over censorship, divorce and religious discrimination. He used his right hand to accept congratulations for his election as mayor of Kilkenny on six successive occasions, as a member of Kilkenny County Council when he topped the poll, as a senator and as a TD (he was also director of elections for independent Ireland’s first prime minister, W. T. Cosgrave). In Lincoln prison, Peter’s hands became the greatest asset for the planned escape, when he used them to craft the special key.


Despite his varied career, it was my grandfather’s role in the ‘Great Escape’ that was repeatedly mentioned when I was a boy. I remember playing in the front room of our house in Wexford when I was very young and looking up at a portrait of him in an oval frame. In time, I came to hear of his exploits. Now, as a man, my eye level and that of his image are the same. He looks away from me, smiling – at least, I think he is smiling.


This biography is written to a large extent from the perspective of Peter DeLoughry. I would ask readers not to make a final assessment of Éamon de Valera and Ernie O’Malley without getting a more rounded picture of their lives from biographies. Each of O’Malley’s works and the biography of him by Richard English is worth a read, whether one is interested in history or not.


Peter DeLoughry was at various times an inventor, actor, judge, brigadier, fireman, cinema and theatre owner, industrial relations mediator, iron founder, engineer, locksmith, manager of a bomb factory and politician. He was irascible and generous. His close friend, E. T. Keane, the editor of the Kilkenny People, said that he lacked the arts and artifices of a politician because he laid all his cards on the table. Despite this, Peter lobbied successfully for the improvement of Kilkenny’s water and electrical schemes. However, his regular and strong attacks on Catholic bishops and priests damaged his political career considerably.


His life raises a question that might be asked of many of his fellow revolutionaries. Why did he and his wife, who ran a successful business, decide to jeopardise their comfortable lives and those of their children by fighting for an independent Ireland? I will strive to answer that question and show how the achievements of Boland, Collins, de Valera and others rested on the shoulders of unsung heroes and heroines, many of whom are long forgotten, their stories entombed with their bones.


In telling the life story of Peter DeLoughry, we will see how the War of Independence and the Civil War held no glory. These were the worst of times, blanketed by cordite, which led to an envenomed atmosphere in Ireland that took decades to clear.
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Iron-Founder Moulded, 1882–95


Peter DeLoughry was born into surroundings that inured him to the life he was to lead.1 Noise and the power of fire, necessary for the family’s foundry business, were his constant childhood companions. Dominating the space around his childhood home, in Rothe House in Kilkenny in the south-east of Ireland, was the blast furnace and all that went on around it: the blurring of the air as metals were heated to orange; clanging; bulls of men beating and bending, sweating and cursing; and the ‘tish’ sound of hot metal in water. His father, Richard, indulged a passion for blood ‘sports’ in the yard, which saw ‘many an epic battle’ in cock-fighting and badger-baiting, where badgers are forced to combat a succession of hounds.2


 Rothe House had stood since the reign of Elizabeth I, but by 1882, the year of Peter’s birth, it had lost its grandeur, having been divided into tenements. When Peter was two years old, the living quarters and offices in the building were described as being ‘in a most filthy and dangerous condition. There is neither drainage nor privy accommodation; two portions of the yards are used as piggeries, and the whole place is full of heaps of pig manure and nuisance.’3 Three years later, areas of the house were described as being in ‘very bad repair’ and ‘almost a ruin’.4


Peter grew up among the squalor of animal waste, the spray of blood from spurred fighting cocks, the snarls of hounds and screams of badgers ripping at each other’s flesh and the inferno of the foundry industry. Outside, another form of heat was making its presence felt: in the Corporation chamber, in the courts and, most of all, on the streets. This was a furnace of Fenianism, which was also fed and maintained to a great extent by his father.


Richard DeLoughry knew or was closely associated with some of the most important figures in Ireland, among them, the founder of the Land League, Michael Davitt,5 the leader of the Irish Parliamentary Party, Charles Stewart Parnell,6 and the co-founders of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA), Michael Cusack and Maurice Davin.7 The Kilkenny Journal said Richard was ‘numbered among the closest friends and most devoted comrades of the founder of the Fenians, James Stephens, [Jeremiah] O’Donovan Rossa and the rest of the old Fenians’.8 Indeed Richard’s cousin, John Breslin, was instrumental in the escape of James Stephens from Richmond prison, Dublin, in 1865.9 Richard’s life, associations and actions placed him under a category of Fenian described by the historian R. V. Comerford as one ‘with a confident step and an independent air who refused to avert his eyes from the gaze of policeman or priest’.10


By the time of Peter’s birth, Richard had led a full life. He had spent seven years in the United States where he married Bridget O’Brien, who was also from Kilkenny.11 During his time abroad, Richard had maintained his nationalistic fervour. While in New Jersey, he joined Clan na Gael (the American arm of Fenianism) and attended a rally at Jones’ Wood in New York at which James Stephens delivered an address.12


Following the couple’s return to Kilkenny in 1872, Richard immersed himself in campaigns linked to the fight for Irish independence.13 These included fund-raising events for the Manchester Martyrs, for nationalist Irish prisoners held in British jails, and for James Stephens, who ended up living in exile and penury in Paris.14 Richard also became one of the founders of the GAA in Kilkenny, acting as referee, organiser of athletic competitions and treasurer.15


His association with the GAA and with the Workingmen’s Club (WMC) of Kilkenny, which offered Fenians an opportunity to band together, drew him into conflict with the Catholic Church and the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC). The Catholic Bishop of Ossory, Dr Abraham Brownrigg, banned GAA collections and issued pastoral letters obliquely criticising the WMC.16 Fr Fideles of the Capuchin Friary, Kilkenny, was not so restrained. He denounced the WMC from the pulpit, describing it as a ‘council room of the devil’ and called on St Patrick and all the saints of Ireland to put an end to this ‘synagogue of hell’.17


Richard’s association with the GAA and the WMC brought to the fore his strong character and his particular brand of nationalism. He campaigned and was successful in having a man admitted to the WMC despite protests from members that the applicant was unsuitable because he had played rugby.18 As organiser of a GAA sports event in Kilkenny, he allowed the band of the 2nd Battalion of the Royal Irish Fusiliers to perform God Save the Queen.19 Richard did not see the playing of the British national anthem as a threat. His target, as an Irish nationalist, was not the music, literature or royalty of Britain, but the British government.


The RIC kept a close watch on both the GAA and the WMC. P. J. O’Keeffe, the founder of the WMC and its principal driving force, was charged with breaking around two dozen street lamps in Kilkenny city in 1888. Richard was called to give evidence against O’Keeffe, but refused to incriminate him and O’Keeffe was acquitted.20


The same year, the various strands of nationalism in Kilkenny organised their annual parade to commemorate the Manchester Martyrs. The event was banned and violence erupted in the city on the day it was to have been held. Despite a large police presence, the parade went ahead. The Kilkenny Journal recorded the role played by the St Patrick’s Brass Band, of which six-year-old Peter was a member:


The procession was headed by the Corporation boat. The forces were concentrated at Green’s bridge weir and rowed down the river. The scene was impressive, the solemn strains of the Dead March in Saul being wafted across the waters, the flare of the torches reflected from the river, and the suppressed murmur of voices from the banks. The police became aware of the proceedings when it was too late to prevent them. They dashed down the quay and batoned all who came before them but objected to take a plunge into the cold and uninviting waters of the River Nore. They looked on the flotilla, and gnashed their teeth with impotent rage but even Head Meek [RIC Head Constable, Kilkenny city] refused to follow the example of Horatio and commit his sacred person to Father Nore and so the celebration in honour of the Manchester Martyrs was held under the very noses of Her Majesty’s forces.21




Peter and other children shared the relish of their Fenian fathers who had outwitted the authorities, but the movement was to receive a most telling blow shortly afterwards, during a confrontation in Kilkenny that attracted worldwide attention. This took the form of a by-election in 1890, contested by those for and against Parnell. The atmosphere was charged with the reaction of Parnell’s opponents to the divorce proceedings that followed his scandalous relationship with Kitty O’Shea and, by extension, to Parnell’s continued leadership. There was also the issue of the intractable position adopted by those seeking home rule. The campaign was marked by verbal savagery and violence.


During one of the many hot exchanges of the campaign, Richard, a staunch Parnellite, and Michael Davitt, who supported the anti-Parnellite candidate, rowed over the merits and demerits of their respective candidates. Afterwards Davitt said of Richard, ‘I might as well bend an iron bar as change his views.’22


The Catholic Church became heavily involved in the campaign. Some priests supported Parnell, but the majority worked unceasingly for his opponents. In a letter to Archbishop William J. Walsh, Bishop Brownrigg lamented that those who supported Parnell were ‘some of those who always professed greatest friendship for me’. He continued, ‘The ladies (so-called) were the most demonstrative of all, the lowest dregs of the people, the Fenian element, and the working classes are all to a man with Parnell … in a word, everything bad or corrupt has come to the surface in favour of Parnell.’23


The Parnellite candidate lost and any immediate hope of home rule disappeared. Peter, at the impressionable age of eight, saw the viciousness of Irish politics played out on the streets of his city.


Two months after the by-election, he, as usual, accompanied members of his family to mass and listened to the Lenten pastoral from Bishop Brownrigg that was read by priests in all Catholic churches in the diocese:


I must not omit to make known to you the joy that fills my heart at being able to announce the gratifying intelligence that not a single ‘mixed marriage’ took place during the last twelve months within the confines of the Diocese of Ossory. You will recollect that one of the very first acts of my administration when I came amongst you was to declare war on these unholy alliances, which are fraught with such evils for those who engage in them, as well as for their offspring.


The bishop warned his flock against bad and dangerous reading, during which he took a swipe at Parnell, though without naming him:


It is found in many of our public prints and newspapers, which give in detail the scenes of scandal and debauchery from the English divorce courts, and which propagate amongst our simple people unsound maxims of morality and anti-religious principles, which are still worse.24


The Parnellite split had a very damaging effect on the GAA football and hurling championships in Kilkenny, where they faltered in the early 1890s. Apart from internal disputes and the obstacles raised by the rupture, the association was also harried by the Catholic hierarchy. An RIC officer reported to Dublin Castle in January 1893 that ‘the Roman Catholic clergy are opposed to the [GAA] which, accordingly, has not made much advance in this city’.25 However, the beginnings of a revival occurred in 1893 when the championships resumed. Peter’s twenty-one-year-old brother, John, played on the Confederation club teams that won the Kilkenny County championship in 1893 and 1894.26


Even though the championships had resumed, the GAA in Kilkenny was not on a sound footing. Richard and his son John led a charge at a convention at which Richard gave an impassioned speech for revival and re-organisation.27 His appeal had the desired effect and the GAA began its resurgence and blossomed. Richard thus became a unique figure in Kilkenny GAA history, having not only been a founder of the association in the county, but also one of its saviours.


The changes that had pervaded Peter’s life in the first half of the 1890s enveloped his entire family. In 1894 Richard’s business acumen allowed him to move his family just a few doors down from Rothe House to a townhouse at 18 Parliament Street to which was attached a yard for his foundry business.28 By December of that year, Richard was advertising his latest wares. Under the slogan ‘Support Irish Manufacture’, the stock listed included ‘every description of household goods’, ‘all classes of agricultural machines’ and ‘Tolch’s patent capitaine oil engine’, one of which could be seen working on the premises.29


Another change came just two months later. Peter, now twelve years old, along with his brothers, Richard Junior, twenty-four, John, twenty-three, Francis, sixteen, David, ten and Larry, six, filed into a pew for the funeral mass of their father.30 Richard had taken ill five weeks earlier and died at his new home, at the age of fifty-one, of complications arising from kidney failure.31 As he sat through his father’s funeral mass, the only certainty for Peter was that the hand which had led him to sporting events, which had introduced him to the skill of an iron founder, which was used on playing pitches to calm upset or silence rancour, was gone. The furnace had gone cold. His father, the founder, was cast to ashes.
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Smoke Rises, 1895–1909


Colourful characters and events combined to distract Peter and his siblings from their grief in the aftermath of their father’s death. The life of the city was much shaken up by E. T. Keane and P. J. O’Keeffe, who went into partnership to set up the Kilkenny People, which supported and encouraged both the GAA and the cause of Irish nationalism. Peter became more attracted to both movements once he had completed his formal education with the Christian Brothers at the age of fourteen in 1896, after which he began his apprenticeship as a founder in the family business, under the supervision of his brother John.


Both Peter and his brother Larry became enthusiastic members of the Gaelic League, a branch of which was set up in Kilkenny in 1897, attending Irish-language classes in their former home, Rothe House. Through the Gaelic League, they met and became lifelong friends with Captain Otway Cuffe and his sister-in-law Ellen (Countess of Desart). The captain dressed in the old Irish costume of knee-breeches to ‘give a lesson to the people who saw him, on the duty they owed to home-made goods’.1 From a German-Jewish banking family, the fabulously wealthy countess used her money to erect several important buildings in Kilkenny, to help the sick, to promote education and to spread appreciation of the arts. She included among her eccentricities an opposition to women being given the vote.2


As the Irish-Ireland movement, including the Gaelic League, blossomed, so too did the reputation of P. J. O’Keeffe for extravagant and violent acts of extreme nationalism. Following a debate at a Kilkenny Corporation meeting in October 1896 on commemorating the Battle of Trafalgar, O’Keeffe and a mob smashed their way into the chamber. The Kilkenny Moderator’s headlines summed up what followed:


Night ‘Scenes’ in Kilkenny


The Mayor Burnt in Effigy


The British Flag Reviled


The Tholsel3 Broken into


Disgraceful ‘Scenes’ in the Corporation


The Mayor’s Nose Pulled by a Councillor


A Beer Barrel Put in the Chair


His Worship Not Allowed to Speak4


Over the next few years, Peter’s life was again touched by sadness: his sister, Lil, left home to pursue a teaching career in Castledermott, County Kildare, and their mother, Bridget, died at Kilkenny District Lunatic Asylum in 1901, at fifty-one, having suffered epileptic seizures for three days.5 Two of his brothers emigrated, Richard Junior to England and Francis to the United States. The challenge facing Peter’s brother John, who remained at home, was formidable. Aside from the loss of his parents within a relatively short space of time, he had to deal with comforting his younger brothers, Peter, David and Larry, while ensuring their physical, moral and spiritual well-being and seeing off any opportunistic business competitors. However, he seems to have risen to the occasion.


Shortly after his father’s death, John was advertising the foundry in a local newspaper.6 In 1897 the Kilkenny People noted:


Messrs DeLoughry & Sons are agents for some first-class machines, and the customer who pays a visit to their workshop will be sure to find a suitable ‘mount’. The Messrs DeLoughry are practical mechanics … They buy second-hand machines at highest prices and have ladies’ and gentlemen’s machines on hire.7


A subsequent article in the same newspaper reported that the foundry ‘conducted by John DeLoughry’ was employing ‘many hands’, that castings were being turned out in an efficient manner and that repairs were being competently executed.8


Peter’s continued membership of the Gaelic League brought him into contact with many important figures, such as Dr Douglas Hyde, the future first president of Ireland; Thomas MacDonagh, one of the seven signatories of the 1916 Proclamation;9 and Standish O’Grady, a unionist who, as editor of the Kilkenny Moderator, did much to push forward the Irish-Ireland movement. Despite the differing religious and social backgrounds of the people Peter encountered, they were all linked by the Gaelic League. This gave him and other league members an invisible uniform of patriotic green and allowed them to savour being Irish. Previous to this period in history, antagonism towards the British Empire was born out of land wars, discrimination, starvation and cruelty. Irish identity was inextricably linked to and defined by how one acted within or against the empire. Now, the assertion of identity, an Irish identity, could be found in language, literature, dance, and – with the GAA – sport. The invisible uniform of the Gaelic League showed that Irish people were unique:


The Gaelic League was in many ways the central institution in the development of the Irish revolutionary élite. Most of the 1916 leaders and most of the leading figures in the Free State, whether pro-Treaty or anti-Treaty, had been members of the league in their youth and had imbibed versions of its ideology of cultural revitalisation.10


The theatre provided another forum in which Peter could express his Irishness. His sister, Lil, married Henry Mangan, a Dublin Corporation official, journalist, playwright and historian, who encouraged Peter, David and Larry onto the stage. The brothers took part in plays produced by Captain Cuffe, greatly encouraged by Ellen, now Dowager Countess of Desart. The plays were performed at the Kilkenny Theatre, Patrick Street, which was built by Cuffe in 1902, and were of a distinctly Irish flavour: they included The Whiteboys (1903) and The Masque of Finn by Standish O’Grady (1907), which was performed in the open air at Greenvale, Kilkenny. The reviewer for the Kilkenny People was not impressed with The Whiteboys, describing it as ‘a gross caricature as was ever hissed off the stage’.11 Unfazed by this, Peter, David and Larry extended their involvement in the theatre by organising and appearing at the annual Banba fancy dress balls.


The DeLoughrys also displayed a skill for invention. In 1901 Peter was complimented by each of the Kilkenny newspapers for his ‘skilful manipulation’ of a magic lantern during a show to entertain young boys from the Kilkenny National Guard.12 At an industrial exhibition in Kilkenny, the DeLoughrys’ stand had ‘an ingenious and well-constructed printing machine in working order, made by themselves’.13 The firm took a stand at a feis where ‘one dray was entirely occupied by a casting of the centre part of a water-wheel, weighing upwards of six cwt. This piece attracted much interest and the whole display indicated that the firm may be safely entrusted with orders for castings of the smallest or largest proportions’.14 


The inventiveness and indeed pluck of Peter and his brother David were called on to assist in fighting four fires in the city during the first decade of the new century. Following one of these fires, members of Kilkenny Corporation noted that Tom Stallard and Peter had arrived at the scene with keys for the hydrants which they knew how to work. When it was found that the water pressure was not strong enough, Peter rushed to the Castlecomer Road to cut off the supply to John Street and solved the problem.15


Peter appeared unthreatening to the local RIC, who sent monthly reports to their superiors in Dublin Castle on the activities of dangerous nationalists. He was regarded as a local boy who worked hard, dabbled in theatre and spent his free time putting out fires, inventing curious machines, learning Irish and socialising with Jews, unionists and intellectuals. However, there was another hidden side to Peter.


On 10 April 1904, at Dunbell in County Kilkenny, a big meeting was called by the United Irish League to protest against the most detested creature in Irish society, the land-grabber. Lengthy speeches were made in a charged atmosphere. However, Fr Patrick Hipwell of Goresbridge deviated from the subject of tenant rights to speak about the forthcoming visit of the British monarch:


I say you are rotten to the core if you give the king a reception in Kilkenny … I say float the black flag over in Kilkenny when he comes there … Are you so forgetful of the oath of England? Are you forgetful Catholics, that no matter how enlightened you are you can never succeed to the throne of England because you are Catholics? Fellow country-men, you are rotten to the core again if you give an address to the king.16


The Kilkenny People printed the oath taken by the king, which led to members of Kilkenny Corporation proposing a motion expressing its ‘indignation and detestation at the outrageous insult offered to us as Catholics by the abominable and insulting language put into the mouth of King Edward VII, on the occasion of his taking the Coronation oath, whereby he declares some of the most sacred dogmas of our faith to be idolatrous and superstitious’.17 Despite all this, Kilkenny Corporation and County Council voted in favour of making presentations to the king.


On the evening of the arrival of King Edward, Queen Alexandra and Princess Victoria to Kilkenny, Peter and three brothers, Jack, Tom and Peter Stallard, erected a black flag on top of one of the city’s landmarks so that it would be visible from Kilkenny Castle, where the royal party was staying.18 For good measure, Peter, along with some other Kilkenny residents, also posted a black flag outside their family homes. In spite of all the standard-bearing and denunciations about oaths and votes at local authority meetings, the people of Kilkenny gave the royal party a warm reception.


Further evidence of Peter’s early adherence to a fiery brand of nationalism was given by Timothy Hennessy and James Lalor. They recounted that he swore them into the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) at his family home in Parliament Street in 1905, showing that he had risen to a high level in the local organisation by his twenty-third birthday.19


In the same year, Peter became involved in a campaign that saw him declaring his political credentials publicly. A young Kilkenny man, Michael Dwyer, was arrested in Kilmacow and charged with distributing seditious literature. Evidence was given at Kilkenny courthouse that Dwyer had given out leaflets calling on Irishmen not to join British forces and the court heard that the literature urged Irishmen not to ‘become armed robbers for English money-lenders. You would get the bullet. They would get the gold. Remember always, an Irishman who enlists in the Army, Navy and Police Force is a traitor to his country.’ Dwyer was accused of handing one of the leaflets to an RIC officer named Slevin, who was in plain clothes. He was returned for trial to the winter assizes and was granted bail in his own surety of £100 and independent sureties of £50 each from George Stallard and E. T. Keane.20


A meeting was called by Peter, Keane, Stallard, Pat Corcoran, Edward O’Shea (the mayor of Kilkenny) and others, to set up a defence fund. Alderman Joseph Purcell, who chaired the meeting, said the incident was ‘an eye-opener to the young men of Kilkenny to beware of policemen’. Peter was appointed secretary and seconded a motion proposed by Fintan O’Phelan of the Wexford People ‘that we call on our fellow-townsmen to disassociate themselves by every means in their power from anything connected with constabulary functions or other functions connected with the British force in this country, or which has the slightest taint of the Union Jack. That applied, he said, to their dances and to their sports as well.’21


The fund raised almost £50. Subscriptions were made to Peter by his brother-in-law, Henry Mangan, and by Patrick O’Brien MP, who raised the issue in the House of Commons. Sums were also given by Peter’s brother Francis in the United States and by John Sweetman, a financial supporter and one of the founders of Sinn Féin.22 When the case came before court, the Waterford grand jury threw it out.23 The money left over from the subscription fund was donated to other causes, including one for a Kilkenny ex-prisoner of war who had deserted the British army to fight with the Boers.24


Peter extended his reach into the community by associating himself with initiatives by Captain Cuffe and Ellen, Countess of Desart, to build up industry in the county. These resulted in the setting up of the Kilkenny Industrial Development Association in November 1905.25 The organisation began around the same time as the two set up a tobacco farm and led a campaign to open up Kilkenny woollen mills. Peter attended meetings to set up the mills, which opened in April 1906.26


His involvement in the campaign to encourage local industry proceeded on a parallel track with his consolidation of his position as a Republican leader in Kilkenny. James J. Comerford recalled celebrations in Kilkenny when the team won the 1904 Hurling All-Ireland, its first of many (the final was actually played in 1906):


For the first time in Kilkenny city, a Sinn Féin flag was seen in public as it was held high by a stalwart young Kilkenny hurler over the heads of a crowd of celebrants who gathered on the Parade at dusk to hear Peter DeLoughry of Kilkenny city and Seán Gibbons of Clonmantagh praise the Kilkenny hurling team for bringing the All-Ireland to Kilkenny.27


Despite Peter’s deep involvement in Kilkenny’s political and social life, in late 1906 he emigrated to Manchester, where he joined his brother Richard Junior and secured employment in the Westinghouse Engineering Works.28 However, he did not sever his political links with Kilkenny, and in early January 1907 he returned temporarily and attended a meeting in Thomastown to set up a branch of the National Council in connection with the ‘Sinn Féin Policy’, as set out by Arthur Griffith in 1905, advocating the right of Irish people to govern themselves. He told the gathering he hoped that a similar branch would be set up in Kilkenny city and that before the year was out there would be at least twenty such branches in the county.29 The move marked a shift in his political affiliation, as exactly a year before, he and his brother John had signed nomination papers for the Irish Parliamentary Party candidate, Patrick O’Brien, to secure a seat at Westminster.30


Peter also stood as a witness for the marriage in Kilkenny of his brother John to Margaret Donnegan on 29 January 1907. Tragically, just three months later John died, at the age of thirty-one. He had got a drenching during a downpour at a hurling match and his death was brought on by influenza and acute laryngitis.31 His obituary in the Kilkenny People recalled the death of his father, twelve years earlier, which:


… left him to face the world alone and unaided with younger brothers to provide and care for, and the pluck and perseverance with which he entered on the fight, overcoming difficulties that would have conquered men of weaker purpose. [He] lived for others quite as much as for himself [which] won for him the respect that the world always willingly accords to the brave fighter.


An incomplete list of mourners took up an entire column. The wreaths included ones from the Confederation club ‘In loving memory’, from his loving comrades ‘With sincere regret’ and from the Gang ‘With deepest sympathy’.32


Whether he intended it to be temporary or permanent, Peter’s time in Manchester was over. At twenty-four, he took up the reins of the family business with Larry.


The hope expressed in 1907 at the Thomastown meeting, for a branch of the National Council to be set up in Kilkenny city, was realised in April the following year. (In this month the National Council merged with the Sinn Féin League to form the Sinn Féin party.) The provisional committee appointed included Alderman Joseph Purcell, chairman, E. McSweeney, treasurer, and Michael Dwyer and Peter as honorary secretaries. Apart from those mentioned above, the movement attracted powerful figures in Kilkenny, including Pat Corcoran, James Nowlan and Tom Stallard.


Seán MacDermott, a Sinn Féin organiser and later signatory of the 1916 proclamation, addressed the first meeting in Kilkenny to explain the party’s policy. He rubbished the role of the Irish Parliamentary Party at Westminster, describing its presence there as a waste of money. While cautioning that he was not advocating physical force as an alternative to parliamentary lobbying for Irish independence, he credited the introduction of the Land Act of 1870 and the Disestablishment Church Act of 1869 to the Fenians. His speech was short on specifics, other than to urge people to buy Irish-made goods. Alderman John McCarthy went further in his criticism of the Irish Parliamentary Party, describing the speeches of its MPs as ‘very oily’ and ‘disgusting’ and claiming that these representatives had ‘nothing like manliness in them’.33


The Kilkenny city branch of Sinn Féin took up a campaign to buy Irish goods with vigour. At meetings held throughout the latter part of 1908, the branch launched a campaign for city traders to sell locally made Christmas cards; received a written undertaking from one shopkeeper that he would no longer stock foreign-made margarine;34 complained that Irish-made buckets bore no mark to prove they were genuine;35 and objected to the decision by Kilkenny County Council to import brooms from Birmingham.36 They referred these complaints to the Kilkenny Industrial Development Association, of which Peter was also a member.


Debates and arguments at these meetings showed assertiveness in Peter’s contributions. During a row about the Kilkenny woodworkers not using coal from Castlecomer mines, E. T. Keane suggested that the matter should be left to Kilkenny Corporation, to which Peter retorted that the matter was ‘more our business than that of the Corporation’.37 At a subsequent meeting, a letter was read from Peter in his capacity as secretary of the Kilkenny Sinn Féin branch:


I am directed by the committee above to draw your attention to the importation [from Glasgow] of school desks by the trustees of St Kieran’s College, and also to the fact that a letter from me to the president on the subject elicited no reply. I am to add that my committee requests you will be good enough to write to the trustees of St Kieran’s College, with the hope of obtaining a reply before next meeting of the Industrial Development Association. I enclose replies received from local manufacturers, who were not given an opportunity to quote for the school furniture referred to. I am, further, to request that your association will take vigorous and immediate action in the matter.38


During a discussion on what action should be taken, Peter drove forward his argument:


St Kieran’s College was built by the public money, and they should get furniture, when they wanted it, from the local people who helped to maintain it. The people, it seemed, who preached most about emigration were those who encouraged it by buying foreign manufacture, while their own countrymen were idle.39


Peter’s assertiveness was helped by his thorough preparation for the debate: he not only raised the issue, but went out of his way to find proof that local traders had not been given the option to tender.


Aside from a skill for debate, he was also showing a keen talent for organisation, which manifested itself in his success in mounting the annual Manchester Martyrs’ parades40 and in establishing separate committees to fund a monument to Parnell in Dublin41 and a memorial to James Stephens.42 He saw the campaign to buy Irish as a task for the civilian Kilkenny Industrial Development Association, not for the corporation. He and others played a prominent part in putting out fires in the city, a duty that should strictly have been the preserve of the authorities. The teaching of Irish was spearheaded by the Gaelic League and, at its behest, was introduced to schools. In a different society, such educational initiatives would have been led by elected politicians and implemented by a civil service.


All this went to highlight the failure, in the eyes of many nationalists, of both the local authorities and the Dublin Castle administration to govern the country. The gap was being filled by people like Peter and the more that IRB members filled it, the more they saw Dublin Castle – which was the representative of the British government – as unaccountable, useless, uninterested in the day-to-day governance of Ireland and, above all, ripe for eradication. It was only a matter of time before this local self-sufficiency developed into a drive for national self-sufficiency.
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Flames Shoot, 1909–14


Thomas Furlong was sworn into the IRB by Seán T. Ó Ceallaigh and moved from Wexford to Kilkenny in 1909.1 At the behest of Seán MacDermott, he contacted Peter DeLoughry with a view to re-invigorating the IRB there.2 Peter called a meeting and was elected as head centre.3 In June 1910 the Kilkenny RIC reported to Dublin Castle that the Sinn Féin branches in Kilkenny city and Thomastown had collapsed.4 The local IRB was similarly dormant, so Peter set to work.


Another side of Peter’s personality emerged at this time. His attitude to religion showed that he had been more influenced by his father than the protestations of Bishop Brownrigg – he did not share the bishop’s antagonism towards those of other faiths. Indeed, he was animated more by religious intolerance than by other issues. His position was clearly demonstrated when he became a member of the organising committee charged with the establishment of the Carnegie free library in Kilkenny, a facility brought into being by the generosity of Ellen, Countess of Desart. During a discussion on the make-up of a committee to decide on the books that would furnish the library, Peter took exception to the number of Catholic priests on it: ‘In my opinion, the representation of clergymen should be equally divided between Catholic and Protestant. If Canon Doyle’s proposition is passed, you will have three Catholic clergymen and only one Protestant. That wouldn’t be a fair proportion.’5 


The opening of the library was a grand affair attended by the great and good of the city, although Bishop Brownrigg and Canon Doyle both sent letters of apology that they would be unable to attend.6 A month later, Kilkenny Corporation awarded Ellen, Countess of Desart, the freedom of the city. During her acceptance speech, she described her elation at being the first woman to have been given such an honour in Ireland and at being, she believed, the first Jewess to receive the freedom of a city anywhere in the world.7


In early January 1911, Peter’s decision to seek public office was announced in local newspaper advertisements. Describing himself as a working man, he pledged that he would strive towards making Kilkenny a centre of industrial importance and that he would support campaigns for proper housing, fair rents and the proper maintenance of streets and public property. His announcement referred to his coming from a Kilkenny family that had been honourably connected with the city for a century. He already had a solid base of support among IRB members, the Gaelic League and the GAA, and was known for his community service in helping to deal with fires.8 His election in January for St John’s Ward marked the beginning of a career in public office that continued unbroken until his death.9 He secured a seat on the municipal fire brigade committee and was among thirteen Kilkenny Corporation members who elected the incoming mayor, Thomas Cantwell.10


One of those who attended the mayoral banquet was E. T. Keane, in his capacity as editor of the Kilkenny People. Keane later wrote that Peter’s favourite song was the Boys of Kilkenny and that ‘he could give points to the best American city “booster” and beat him’.11 At the banquet several guests, including Peter, ‘sang their favourite numbers in the very best style, and to the intense pleasure of the company’.12 Indeed, singing had led Peter to join St Patrick’s church choir some time earlier, where he met his future wife, Winifred (Win) Murphy. They married on 25 April 1911, becoming not only a devoted couple, but a partnership focused on the campaign for Irish independence.


Win was born in the Kilkenny workhouse on 5 May 1888 to Thomas Murphy, master of the workhouse, and Ellen (née Kelly), its schoolmistress.13 Growing up in the master’s house, Win witnessed, more than most, the misery and desolation to which the human character is capable of descending.


The family itself was not immune from tragedy or bad luck. Thomas Murphy’s first wife had died. Shortly after his second marriage in 1883,14 he attempted to secure a better job as master of the workhouse run by the North Dublin Union Board of Guardians. However, despite having nine years’ experience and receiving the greatest number of votes from the interview board, he was passed over in favour of James Jenkinson, an ex-petty officer of the Royal Navy who had no experience of running a workhouse but whose contacts were better. The issue was raised by Justin McCarthy MP in the House of Commons, who asked the chief secretary, Sir George Trevelyan, to urge the Local Government Board to intervene. The response was that the board had power only to sanction appointments, not to make them.15





OEBPS/Images/title_fmt.jpeg
PETER'S REY

PETER DELOUGHRY AND THE FIGHT
FOR IRISH INDEPENDENCE

Declan Dunne

MERCIER PRESS





OEBPS/Images/facebook-logo_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/covernew.jpg
PETER'S REY

| PETER DELOUGHRY AND THE FIGHT ;

FOR IRISH INDEPENDENCE

Declan Dunne





OEBPS/Images/MercierGreen_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/twitter-logo_fmt.jpeg





